Multiple Choice Questions (MCQ):

WHAT ARE MCQs?
Multiple choice questions (MCQs) are a form of assessment for which students are asked to select one
or more of the choices from a list of answers.

STRUCTURE OF MCQs

MCQ consists of a stem and a set of options. The stem is usually the first part of the assessment that
presents the question as a problem to be solved; the question can be an incomplete statement which
requires to be completed and can include a graph, a picture or any other relevant information. The
options are the possible answers that the student can choose from, with the correct answer called the
key and the incorrect answers called distractors.
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ADVANTAGES OF MCQs

®* Good MCQs should be objective so there will be no ambiguity in marking due to subjective factors
in the questions. Objective MCQs are easy to mark (a set of answer sheets is all required from the
assessor) and thus do not required experienced tutor to mark them.

e MCQs take less time to complete, with shorter assessment time required, more questions can be
assessed. Feedback is fast.

e MCQs can be administer into on-line assessments, such online assessments can be very effective,
and can prompt correct answers directly after completion with clarification and reasoning on the
answers.

e Factors irrelevant to the assessed material (such as handwriting and clarity of presentation) do not
come into play in a multiple choice assessment, and so the candidate is marked purely on their
knowledge of the topic. (Wikipedia accessed 13 Jun 08)

e  MCQs have high reliability, validity and manageability.

DISADVANTAGES OF MCQs

e MCQs are typically used for assessing knowledge only, students may often customize MCQs with
rote learning. If assessors wish to use MCQs to assess deeper learning, careful attention (and many
practices) on appropriate questions are required to administer.

e MCQs have a reputation of being easy and thus students tend to receive higher marks in
comparison to other assessments such as essays, reports, presentations etc. This is likely because
these assessments usually have a “glass ceiling” around the 80% mark. Care must be taken to
design MCQs which have the same level of difficulty as other assessments. Obviously, students
are unlikely to complain if they receive high marks in a formative MCQ assessment, but for
summative assessment, if a different assessment method is used (which is usually the case), then
students should be given clear assessment procedures and expectations. It is advisable to give
practices on other assessments if such assessments are used for summative assessment.

¢ Guessing — with MCQs there is a possibility of guessing the correct answer, there are numerous
methods to penalize students from guessing such as negative marking (not recommended as
sometimes produce negative effects to students who know the answers), more options to answers,
adopting mathematical strategies to normalise marks, given partial marks to an answer very near to
the correct answer.

e  MCQs cannot test oral or written skills, it can test only the theories.

HOW TO DESIGN GOOD MCQs?

e When writing the stem, use clear, direct language, the stem should be clearly identifying the
question. Avoid complex wordings which may confuse and frustrate students with sound
understanding.

® Avoid using unnecessary and irrelevant material.

®* You are not trying catch your student out, so try not to use negatives, if negatives are used,
highlight, bold or italic it.

e Put as much of the question in the stem as possible, rather than duplicating material in each of the
options.

e Use only plausible and attractive alternatives as distractors.

® Avoid giving clues to the correct answer.
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¢ If possible, avoid the choices "All of the above" and "None of the above". If you do include them,
make sure that they appear as correct answers some of the time.

e Do bear in mind what you are trying to test, they should aligned with the intended learning
outcomes.

e Careful design questions will discourage rote learning.

GRADING STANDARDS

MCQs do not require any specific grading standards or criteria as the answers are usually set and
defined. Thus as long as the assessors have a set of answer sheets with the correct choices taken,
MCQs can be easily assessed and graded. Negative marking can also administer (but not
recommended).

The following Grading scheme is often used for MCQs: (From WebCT)

¢ Equally weighted: This option will allocate an equal value to each answer. For example if the
question is worth 20 points with four question and answer pairs, the student with two correct
answers will be awarded 10 points and the student with 3 correct answer will get 15 points.

e All or nothing: The student must get all the matches correct for this question or they will receive a
score of zero.

¢ Right minus wrong: The number of incorrect matches are subtracted from the correct matches to
give the student a score. For example, in a question worth 30 points with three question and
answer pairs, a student with two correct answers and one incorrect answer will be awarded ten
points (20-10).
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Computer Assisted Assessment Centre
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Tips for Students answering MCQs

Study Guides and Strategies, Joe Landsberger
http://www.studygs.net/tsttak3.htm

Academic Success Center, the George Washington University, Washing DC
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